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Introduction

State (as well as federal) laws and regulations dealing with cultural resources apply to
both “prehistoric” and “historical” resources – that is, sites, features, and artifacts dating
to both before and after the arrival of non-Native peoples.  “Historical” resources in most
parts of California fall into a rough date range of the 1840s to the 1950s.  In some areas,
notably in the region of Spanish missionization, the historic era extends back to the late
1700s.  Although there are many Native American sites that date to this period, a site is
defined as “historical” only if it contains artifacts or materials of non-Native origin – glass,
metal, brick, etc [1].

Although the line between “historical” and “modern” can be a bit fuzzy, sites and structures
dating after 1960 are generally not recorded or managed as historical resources.  It’s
important, then, to be able to differentiate between pre-1960 and post-1960 remains. 
Some types of artifacts (cans with soldered-lead seams, bottles with applied lips) are so
old as to leave no doubt.  Others (cans with “church-key” openings, crown-top bottles) can
be right on the cusp.  The following brief overview is designed to help you determine the
"old" from the "not-so-old." It’s important to remember, though, that dating sites and
artifacts is only the first step.  The real goal is to interpret the remains, and understand
how they fit into the larger picture of human behavior and cultural processes.  We’ll come
back to this later.

[1]The transitional period, after the arrival of non-Native peoples but before their long-term settlement in California,
is sometimes referred to as the “proto-historic” period.  Proto-historic sites may contain a few “European” goods –
glass trade beads, for example – mixed in with the mostly Native assemblages.
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